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Foreword 
 
Scotland’s children and young people live in a society which is becoming 
increasingly rich in its religious and cultural diversity.  The principles of Curriculum 
for Excellence reflect our national commitment to embracing diversity, equality and 
inclusion so that people of all faiths and those with no faith are respected and able to 
contribute fully to Scottish life.  Exploring and sharing our own viewpoints, beliefs 
and values and having them sometimes challenged by others contributes greatly to 
our sense of who we are, where we belong and how we see ourselves in relation to 
others.  Religious and Moral Education provides a key context for exploring values 
and beliefs in this way and therefore plays a central role in preparing young Scots for 
their future.   
 
When delivered well, Religious and Moral Education supports all children and young 
people to develop their viewpoints, beliefs and moral values through motivating 
learning experiences with a strong focus on higher order thinking skills and space for 
personal reflection.  The Curriculum for Excellence framework for Religious and 
Moral Education provides guidance on how best to achieve this within 
non-denominational schools and within Roman Catholic schools.  It acknowledges 
the particular faith dimension which underpins the aims and purposes of Roman 
Catholic education and the key role that Religious Education plays in that context.  
This report highlights strengths and aspects for development across both sectors. 
 
Of course we should not forget that parents and other partners play a key role in 
successful Religious and Moral Education.  Their views are very much a part of this 
report and this reaffirms our vision of high quality parental engagement and strong 
partnerships within and across learning communities.  Their contributions often bring 
to the classroom real life experiences of how faith, beliefs, viewpoints and values 
shape individual lives and society more broadly.   
 
This report is able to point to a great deal of positive practice that has developed in 
schools across Scotland and some significant improvements in Religious and Moral 
Education that have come about as a result of Curriculum for Excellence.  It also 
sets out a clear agenda for future partnership work as collectively we seek to 
address the aspects for development which the report identifies.  
 
I hope you find the report helpful and thought provoking.  It contains much to 
challenge our practice and our thinking and in that respect it reflects the very nature 
of the subject itself. 
 
 
Bill Maxwell 
Chief Executive 
Education Scotland
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Introduction 

 
This curriculum impact project report evaluates current practice in Religious and 
Moral Education in Scotland.  Curriculum for Excellence supports two frameworks for 
learning, teaching and assessment within the Religious and Moral Education 
curriculum area.  This acknowledges, within the Scottish context, the different aims 
and purposes of Religious and Moral Education (RME) in non-denominational 
schools and Religious Education in Roman Catholic (RERC) schools.  This report 
sets out to encourage professional learning across the two approaches.  It identifies 
good practice and highlights important areas for discussion and further development.   
 
The report comes at a time when Scottish schools are implementing Curriculum for 
Excellence and the findings reflect this changing landscape.  Education Scotland will 
continue to support these changes and share emerging innovative and 
thought-provoking practice as part of its contribution to a national professional 
learning community.  It is intended that this report acts as a stimulus for ongoing 
professional dialogue and development.  Practitioners are encouraged to engage 
with each other and with Education Scotland staff to discuss and share practice and 
address areas requiring development via Glow and other professional networks 
locally and nationally.  Further links and regular updates will be added over time so 
that this report should be seen as just the foundation of a live professional learning 
resource for Religious and Moral Education.  
 
The report is one in a series designed to gauge the impact of a changing curriculum 
on learners’ experiences and achievements.  It builds on the messages of: Religious 
and Moral Education: A Portrait of current practice in Scottish Schools (2008) and 
key messages within the RME and RERC Principles and Practice (2009) papers.  
These publications set out the aims and purposes of learning within the Religious 
and Moral Education curriculum area.  This report outlines an ambitious agenda for 
staff and the entitlements of all children and young people in Religious and Moral 
Education.  Its messages should be considered along with those of other national 
reports and relevant publications as listed in Appendix 4. 
 
Evidence to support the findings of this report came from:  
 

 A series of focused evidence gathering visits to a number of pre-school 
centres, primary, secondary and special schools during the period August 
2012 to June 2013.  Appendix 1 gives a list of all establishments visited.  

 

 Analysis of relevant evidence from general inspections and other professional 
engagement visits carried out over the past three years.  

 

 Analysis of the patterns of uptake and performance by school students in 
Religious Studies and Religious, Moral and Philosophical Studies in SQA 
national qualifications and other relevant Awards which accredit achievement 
in this curriculum area.  Statistical data is contained in Appendix 5.  

 

 A review of relevant literature to take account of key messages pertinent to 
RME and RERC.  National reports and other useful resources are listed in 
Appendix 4. 
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 Engagement in professional dialogue with practitioners, local authorities, 
specialists across Education Scotland and members of the RME and RERC 
community from within and outwith schools.  

 
The report is structured around three key themes each of which contribute to an 
overall understanding of current practice.  These themes are: 
 

 children and young people’s learning and achievement in Religious and 
Moral Education: section 1, pages 9 to 24; 

 support for children and young people to develop and learn in Religious and 
Moral Education: section 2, pages 24 to 31; and 

 approaches to continuous improvement within Religious and Moral 
Education: section 3, pages 31 to 37. 

 
Subject specific terms used throughout the report: 
 
Religious and Moral Education: when used in full this term refers to the 
overarching curriculum area within Curriculum for Excellence. 
 
RME: this abbreviation is used to specifically refer to religious and moral education 
within non-denominational schools. 
 
RERC: this abbreviation is used to specifically refer to religious education in Roman 
Catholic schools. 
 
RE: this abbreviation is used to refer to Religious Education in denominational 
schools  
 
RMPS: Religious, Moral and Philosophical Studies, used when referring to SQA 
national qualifications within this curriculum area. 
 
RS: Religious Studies, the title used for Standard Grade qualifications. 
 
This report presents findings which are relevant to non-denominational schools and 
to Roman Catholic schools.  With regard to teaching, learning and assessment many 
of the points made in the report apply equally well to both sectors.  However, there 
are some sector specific aspects relating to learning, curriculum development and 
leadership which are appropriately highlighted in each section.  The executive 
summary gives an overview of strengths and aspects for development overall as well 
as particular aspects specific to each sector.  
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Executive Summary 

 
Strengths in Religious and Moral Education across Scotland 
 
Overall: 
 

 Scotland has a strong internationally recognised values based framework for 
learning and teaching in Religious and Moral Education. 

 Most children and young people value their learning and enjoy their lessons. 

 The majority of children and young people contribute confidently to classroom 
discussion and debates about local, national and international religious and 
moral issues. 

 In the majority of schools, children and young people’s learning is active and 
engaging.  Many teachers use a range of teaching and learning approaches 
effectively to motivate learners. 

 Children and young people often have good opportunities to develop literacy, 
numeracy and health and wellbeing through Religious and Moral Education. 

 Increasingly, effective learning takes place outdoors or with partners in the 
wider community. 

 Schools are using an increasing range of awards to accredit achievement in 
Religious and Moral Education. 

 There is continued growth in the number of young people in the senior phase 
studying national qualifications courses in Religious, Moral and Philosophical 
Studies (RMPS). 

 
Specifically in non-denominational schools: 
 

 Children and young people increasingly engage in learning about religions 
and beliefs relevant to their local community as school’s continue to de-clutter 
the curriculum. 

 Children in pre-school often engage in learning which encourages them to 
share beliefs and family traditions.   

 
Specifically in Roman Catholic schools: 
 

 Most children and young people think that Religious Education supports them 
well in their own faith development.   

 Children and young people are increasing their understanding of the 
importance of prayer and reflection.  Most children at the primary stages are 
developing well their knowledge and understanding of Catholicism.  

 Schools have a clear progression framework for RERC through 
This Is Our Faith. 

 Religious Education is often central to the life and work of the school as a 
community.  Consequently, children and young people often demonstrate 
strong awareness of social justice and the need to serve others. 

 Almost all schools deliver an appropriate broad general education and senior 
phase entitlements for Religious Education. 

 Young people in the senior phase have responded very well to the very 
successful introduction of the Caritas Award. 

  



 

4 

Aspects for development in Religious and Moral Education across Scotland 

 
Overall: 
 

 Not all children and young people experience high-quality teaching and 
learning.  There is scope in many schools for children and young people to 
engage in more active, independent and collaborative learning. 

 Children and young people need more learning that supports them to develop 
higher order thinking skills. 

 Too often, children and young people are not clear enough about the 
purposes of their learning and how to improve their achievements. 

 The development of information and communications technology (ICT) skills 
is not consistently a well-planned aspect of learning in religious and moral 
education. 

 In most schools, arrangements for assessment and moderation of Religious 
and Moral Education are at an early stage of development. 

 Parents require more information about how they can support learning in RME 
and RERC. 

 There is much scope for local authorities to improve arrangements for quality 
assuring RME and RERC to bring about sustained improvements.  The 
current variation in levels of support for this subject area are leading to 
inequity within the quality of delivery and in the amount of time given to the 
subject across Scotland. 

 There are insufficient opportunities for subject specific career long 
professional learning for teachers of RME and RERC.   

 
Specifically in non-denominational schools: 
 

 In a significant number of schools, children and young people need more 
opportunities to develop their own beliefs and values through learning about a 
range of religions and other beliefs.   

 Staff’s planning using the experiences and outcomes of Curriculum for 
Excellence is not consistently well enough planned to ensure children and 
young people have a sound grasp of the significant aspects of learning within 
RME.  

 Young people’s learning from S1 to S3 often lacks sufficient depth and 
challenge to ensure young people develop the knowledge and skills 
embedded within the third and fourth level experiences and outcomes.  

 Across Scotland, there are very few examples of effective planning for 
progression from P7 to S1. 

 In most secondary schools, young people are not receiving their entitlement to 
religious and moral education in the senior phase.  Only a few schools have 
appropriate arrangements in place for S5 and S6.  Increasingly young people 
in S4 do not have enough experiences of RME. 
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Specifically in Roman Catholic schools: 
 

 Improvements to RERC in the senior phase are at an early stage in most 
schools.  Young people from S4 to S6 require better planned opportunities to 
deepen their knowledge and understanding of the Roman Catholic faith, 
Christianity more widely and of other world religions. 

 In many schools, there is scope to further strengthen partnership working with 
parents and the parish community to extend learning and achievement. 
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Context 

 
What can Religious and Moral Education bring to Scotland’s children and 
young people? 
 
Learning about who we are and how we deal with questions of meaning, value and 
purpose in life is at the heart of Religious and Moral Education.  Children and young 
people have an enormous appetite for wonder in relation to these issues.  On a daily 
basis learners arrive at school already experiencing all sorts of complexities which 
impact on their views of life.  Religious and Moral Education does not take place in a 
vacuum separate from the rest of these aspects of life but it can make a unique and 
valuable contribution to helping children and young people make sense of their 
experience.  The curriculum content of Religious and Moral Education is grounded in 
that which is integral to human living.  It provides a range of learning contexts which 
are significant and relevant to children, young people and adults in every community 
across Scotland particularly our open, multi-faith and multi-racial communities.  For 
children and young people in our Roman Catholic schools, Religious Education 
supports their personal journey of faith and reflection on issues of religion and 
morality as well as enabling them to engage with a wider range of beliefs, viewpoints 
and values they may encounter in life.   
 
This curriculum area has two overarching aims, the recognition of which is at the 
heart of Curriculum for Excellence and Getting It Right for Every Child, two key policy 
drivers for improvement for the futures of Scotland’s children and young people:   
 
(a) To ensure that children and young people can individually and collectively 
develop the personal beliefs and values, resilient attitudes and life skills to support 
them through the complexities of human existence and co-existence.   
 
(b) To ensure all children and young people achieve well and that their learning and 
achievement impacts positively on their individual life chances. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The values of compassion, wisdom, justice and integrity that underpin Curriculum for 
Excellence are also reflected in the shared values of the world’s major religions and 
belief systems.  Deepening children and young people’s understanding of these 
values and the behaviours that emanate from them is a key outcome of effective 
Religious and Moral Education.  The framework for Religious and Moral Education in 
Scotland promotes strong emotional, social and spiritual wellbeing alongside 
increasing intellectual capacity.  This is achieved through the significant focus on the 
development of personal beliefs and moral values and higher order thinking skills 
from 3-18 embedded within the experiences and outcomes for RME and RERC.  

“Due attention paid to the religious dimension of intercultural education can 
make a significant contribution to peace, openness to other cultures, 
tolerance and respect for human rights in Europe.  Religious differences 
continue all too often to be a source of tension, conflict and 
discrimination.”  
 
Micheline Milot, in Religious Diversity and intercultural Education: a Reference 
Book for Schools, Council of Europe, 2007. 
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Across Scotland, Religious and Moral Education is most effective when teachers 
demonstrate an openness to and respect for the child at the centre of the learning.  
For at least the last decade there has been a marked increase internationally in the 
importance of education in religion.  Scottish society is rich in both religious and 
cultural heritage and diversity.  Media headlines on a weekly basis confirm this and 
recent debates around for example, marriage, sectarianism and capitalism 
emphasise it further.  To contribute fully to the communities in which they live young 
people must understand this diversity and to truly understand diversity, one must first 
and foremost understand individuals.  Central to that is the need to understand 
oneself deeply and fully as a unique and valuable individual who is joined to other 
individuals.  Through effective Religious and Moral Education, Scotland’s children 
and young people can engage with these important debates and to understand the 
tensions which sometimes arise between individual, family and community 
viewpoints.  
 
Since religious diversity is a fact of life in Scotland and across the world, responsible 
citizenship demands an understanding of where we stand in relation to religious 
beliefs and practices.  The questions which religion attempts to answer and the 
claims of truth which religions make are therefore meaningful ones to address within 
the classroom.  This is recognised and celebrated within the model of Religious and 
Moral Education in Scotland.  Religious and Moral Education helps young people to 
understand when it is good and right to compromise one’s beliefs and values and 
when it is good and right to stand firm against attempts to force compromise.  This 
sort of knowledge and understanding is crucial if young people are to know how they 
can positively shape their own future and the future of society and their world.  
Through the curriculum in RME and RERC, children and young people develop the 
skills of reflection, analysis and evaluation which support them in making well 
informed judgements about their own stances in life.   
 
In denominational and non-denominational 
schools, many young people come to their  
learning in Religious and Moral Education  
from a standpoint of faith.  Others approach 
their learning from a personal viewpoint that 
is independent of religious belief.  This is  
well recognised by skilled teachers.  The  
continual growth of the number of young  
people voluntarily sitting national  
examinations in religious, moral and  
philosophical studies is testimony that  
the subject is very popular when it is led  
by skilled teachers.  Without question  
children and young people across Scotland  
recognise Religious and Moral Education  
as an important aspect of learning for life.    
 
There is currently, not only in Scotland but right across the UK and Europe, a 
tremendous emphasis on equality and human rights and much debate about what 
this means for individuals and groups nationally and internationally.  Too often this 
debate is surrounded by the assumption that religion is the problem and therefore 
cannot be part of the solution.  If we develop a culture which teaches only a broad 
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respect and tolerance of others we can also create a culture which too often remains 
silent for fear of offending others.  The Scottish model of Religious and Moral 
Education is built on the premise that to respect the beliefs and values of others if we 
do so only from a position of distance, is not good enough.  This curriculum area 
provides children and young people with meaningful opportunities for genuine 
dialogue about faith and beliefs, including those which are not grounded in religion, 
through grappling with these challenges for themselves.  Across Scotland we 
undoubtedly have many teachers who are skilled in this work.  The inclusion of 
Religious and Moral Education within the Curriculum for Excellence framework is a 
national acknowledgment that this type of learning is significant for our children and 
young people as part of their journey from 3-18.   
 
The events of September 11th 2001, prompted the Council of Europe to promote 
more teaching and learning about and through faith.  Within a document known as 
the Toledo Guiding Principles (see appendix 4) a framework for developing 
approaches to Religious and Moral Education across Europe has been established.  
The aim of the ‘Toledo Principles’ is to contribute to an improved understanding of 
the world’s increasing religious diversity and the growing presence of religion in the 
public sphere.  Their rationale is based on two core principles: first, that there is 
positive value in teaching that emphasizes respect for everyone’s right to freedom of 
religion and belief, and second, that teaching about religions and beliefs can reduce 
harmful misunderstandings and stereotypes.  This message is also conveyed in the 
principles and practice papers of RME and RERC in Scotland through recognition 
that parents are the first educators of their children.  Therefore home/school 
partnerships are especially important to support the development of beliefs and 
values.  Partnerships developed across the wider school community are also 
important.  Through implementing the Curriculum for Excellence guidance on 
Religious and Moral Education, local authorities and schools have tremendous 
opportunities to equip the children and young people of school to live out the values 
of wisdom, compassion, justice and integrity in a modern democratic Scottish 
society.  This report aims to provide support and challenge to schools and local 
authorities in their continual work to improve children and young people’s 
experiences of Religious and Moral Education. 
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1.  How well do children and young people learn and achieve in Religious and 
Moral Education? 

 
This section focuses on the quality of children and young people’s learning 
experiences and how well they achieve.  Aspects covered are: 
 
a) Relationships, ethos and climate for learning 
b) Teaching, learning and assessment 
c) Achievement and accreditation 
 
a) Relationships, ethos and climate for learning 
 
In RME and RERC relationships between teachers and learners were found to be 
most effective in classrooms where children and young people recognise that their 
teachers are also exploring the questions and issues which they as learners are 
exploring.  Effective learning is therefore often characterised by attention to the 
values of Curriculum for Excellence and a shared awareness between teachers and 
pupils that all are engaged in a personal search for meaning, value and purpose in 
life.  In best practice, teachers are clear that their role is not just about imparting 
knowledge but is also about accompanying, challenging and guiding children and 
young people in this personal search.  In early years and primary stages such 
relationships are generally evident and improve the quality of children’s learning 
experiences.  In secondary schools this is more challenging to achieve and the 
quality of the learning environment is more variable.  Overall, in most schools most 
young people speak highly of their teachers of RME and RERC and feel that they 
have positive relationships with them.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

My family is not religious at 
all but I still enjoy RME.  We 

investigate lots of really 
important issues and things 
which are often in the news. 

I really enjoy the 
discussions and 

debates we have in 
RME.  You can 

share your views 
openly in this class. 

We have children from all 
different religions in our 

school.  Learning about each 
other’s beliefs helps me 

understand my own beliefs. 
better. 

Our teacher 
encourages us to 
listen and respect 

each other.   
RE sometimes makes 

me change my 
opinion about the 
issues we explore. 
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However, there are still too many examples of learning which lacks challenge, 
enjoyment and depth.  During class and group discussions in RME and RERC the 
majority of young people demonstrate knowledge and understanding of 
contemporary debates related to important aspects of society.  This includes human 
rights, crime and punishment, equalities, sustainability, medical ethics and 
globalisation.  They are not always well enough informed about how religious and 
other viewpoints might influence such debates within the public domain.  In the best 
lessons, young people demonstrate skills of analysis and evaluation through for 
example, comparing and contrasting within a religion and across Christianity, world 
religions and other stances for living and shift their own thinking as a result.  In RME 
and in RERC, the majority of young people confidently respond when asked to 
share where they stand in relation to the views of others.  Where this doesn’t happen 
it can often be because lessons are too teacher directed and overly dominated by 
teacher talk.  Young people engage best in lessons when teachers provide clear and 
succinct explanations and exposition, well placed questions which promote higher 
order thinking and carefully judged interjections to move young people’s dialogue on.  
In a few pre-school centres, primary and secondary schools learning experiences 
are outstanding.  Overall, however, the quality of children and young people’s 
learning experiences is inconsistent and there is scope for more active, independent 
and collaborative learning to support the development of higher order thinking skills.  
An increasing number of children and young people learn Religious and Moral 
Education through the medium of Gaelic. 
 

 
 
Learning in the outdoors is becoming a more common feature of children’s 
experiences in both RME and RERC which is helping children in the primary stages 
to develop as responsible citizens with some understanding of sustainability issues.  
Children in rural and urban settings are more often encouraged to develop their 
sense of awe and wonder through exploring aspects of nature.  In the best examples 
children and young people use their time outdoors to reflect on their own and other 
people’s beliefs and they are able to reflect on their own response to the natural 
world.  Increasingly, these experiences are very well planned and managed so as to 
take account of the beliefs and family background of individual children.  Children 
and young people often demonstrate strong awareness of their responsibilities for 
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In most non-denominational primary schools, important strengths in children’s 
learning are evident.  Children are clearly experiencing learning linked to the 
outcomes described above.  Children’s learning in RME supports their developing 
understanding of school and community values and traditions.  Through exploring 
the religious beliefs and practices evident in their local community, most children 
have a broad understanding of the impact of religious beliefs, values and traditions 
on the daily lives of those who adhere to a particular faith.  However, their learning 
sometimes lacks depth.  In a few schools, this is because children are being asked 
to learn too much about the different religions in a limited amount of time.  To cope 
well with the complexities of religion and viewpoints independent of religious belief, 
children need time and space to reflect, ask questions and to effectively consolidate 
their understanding.  Schools that have taken good account of Curriculum for 
Excellence ensure the curriculum is not overladen with learning about lots of different 
religions but focused on achieving deep learning through well-chosen contexts. 
 










